Historical perspectives on law, medical malpractice, and the concept of negligence.
Since the dawn of human history, the inherent morbidity and mortality of human beings has made the diagnosis and treatment of human disease a high-risk profession. The ancient risk of physical retribution against the physician has been replaced by the modern risk of economic indemnity or compensation. Monetary settlements and awards are at times so huge that they may result in personal bankruptcy and professional disgrace. This article should not discourage health care providers from continuing their pursuits, but encourage them to enhance their knowledge about how and why medical malpractice has developed. It has been intended to facilitate the "prudent practitioner" with a more thorough understanding of some of the elements of negligence that have caused concerns in the past and will certainly create new concerns as science continues to drag the law in its wake.